Highlands Landscapes

The Highlands is a beautiful place to live. One of the things that makes it so pretty are the landscapes that homeowners have created. Take a walk around the neighborhood, and you will see many yards that are a pleasure to behold. 

One of my favorite landscapes belongs to Catherine Bennett, who lives on NE 94th. She has created a delightful Mediterranean garden that beckons to the passerby with its stone steps, scented herbs, climbing roses, and gurgling urn fountain. Inside her garden, you feel transported to an Italian villa or a Greek island.

Catherine has lived in the Highlands for 12 years. When she bought her house, the landscaping consisted of poor grass, infertile soil, and standard shrubs. She loves the Mediterranean climate, sun, and types of plants, and decided that’s the kind of garden she wanted to create. “Mediterranean plants do well here,” says Catherine. “They also tend to be low maintenance and drought tolerant.”

She started out with predominantly perennials, but found that they were higher maintenance than she wanted. She has now added more trees, shrubs, and structure, such as a gravel seating area, stone walls, and flagstone steps. Her garden also includes whimsical metal and glass sculptures. Some she bought at the Redmond Saturday market. Others she made herself, using a friend’s rebar bender. 

She is currently extending her garden to include her parking strip. “Someone’s dogs were using it as a bathroom. One weekend I counted 23 piles just in my strip! I decided it was time to get rid of the grass.”

Catherine’s favorite places to shop for Mediterranean plants are Wells Medina nursery in Bellevue, and Jungle Fever Exotics and the Portland Avenue Nursery in Tacoma. “Wells Medina has great variety and quality, for not too much more money,” she says. You can also find a specialty nursery guide on the Kirkland library resource counter. 

Beauty on a Budget

Phyllis Warman is a landscape designer who has lived in our neighborhood for almost 20 years. I asked her why homeowners should spend money on landscaping. She said: “Landscaping adds to a home’s ambience, and sets the tone for welcoming visitors. A yard is also an extension of our living space. We should give it the same attention to comfort, usefulness, and function as we give the interior of our home.” A nicely landscaped yard brings joy to passersby, and spending time in your yard is a great way to meet neighbors. It can also provide an escape from the pressures of our busy lives.

An attractive landscape doesn’t have to cost a lot. Phyllis says: “If you’re concerned about resale, your landscape should represent about 10% of your home’s value. But you don’t have to spend that much to make it look like you did.” To save money, install your landscape in stages, and buy small plants. “They will grow!” promises Phyllis. In addition, she says “Read, read, read. Go to workshops. Query the experts. Most designers do client consultations, billed hourly. You'd be amazed how much you can learn about your landscape by having an expert come over for a couple of hours.” If you don’t have the time or desire for yardwork, consider a maintenance service. They can come in as infrequently as once a season, to do things like mulch or prune. 

Phyllis says that a landscape designer can save you money in the long run. They can provide a master plan that the homeowners can install themselves, or pay to have installed, over time or all at once. In addition, says Phyllis, “designers provide guidance on soil, and what plants are suited to your yard, and they know how to select the healthiest stock, so you won’t waste money replacing expensive plants that die.” A master plan also helps reduce rework, such as having to take out a tree that got too big, move crowded plants around, or tear out a fence or path that you later realize you put in the wrong place. 

While landscape designers focus on plants and soil, landscape architects focus on structure, including walls, patios, and walkways. Designers and architects should work as a team. Both can recommend contractors and maintenance services. How can homeowners find a designer or architect? Phyllis says “I highly recommend people use nonprofit resources like PlantAmnesty for professional referrals. To be on the PlantAmnesty referral list, Arborists, Gardeners, and Designers must pass a very exhaustive exam that covers a full range of knowledge.” She also suggests that you talk to at least two people before choosing one. Pick someone who listens to you, and helps you make the best choices for your needs and budget.

I asked Phyllis for some landscape suggestions for our area. 

“Use lots of mulch,” she said. “Over time, mulching will fix all soil problems.” She uses a product called Chicken and Chips in the fall, and top dresses with Cedar Grove compost in the spring.

She strongly discourages the use of bark. “Bark is the part of the tree that is supposed to last forever. It does not break down, it sinks down, causing erosion and other problems.” Phyllis says it doesn’t amend the soil, and it makes clay soil worse. Wood chips are a better choice.  

Phyllis also discourages the use of chemicals and sprays. They kill beneficial insects and microorganisms, and, says Phyllis, “when you spray, you are spraying your neighbor’s yard too.”

If your landscape is more than 10 years old, she suggests considering a plant upgrade. “There are so many more plants available now that do well in this area.” 

Find alternatives to grass. Beds can actually be less work than a lawn, and you never have to mow. 

Last but not least, prune well and properly. You don’t have to let the utility company do it. Topping conifers often kills them. To clear power lines and preserve views, it’s better to limb.

You can reach PlantAmnesty at www.plantamnesty.org, or 206-783-9813. You can reach Phyllis at Phyllis Warman Landscape Design, 425-827-8507.

Kiosk Kudos

The next time you pass by the back entrance to Peter Kirk Elementary, be sure to notice the beautiful new kiosk. A huge thank you to everyone who helped with this project: Steve Hager, who designed it, gathered the materials, and organized construction; Bob Kamuda, Darcy Pratt, Bill Dempsey, and a couple of strapping teens, who helped with construction; and Rob Edgers, Highlands resident and manager of Lumbermen’s in Redmond. Rob helped with construction, and his store donated all the materials!

Two Tons of Buns

Thank you to everyone who helped our neighborhood collect an astonishing 4000 pounds of food at our April food drive! NE 95th and 97th Streets had a friendly contest to see which street could collect the most food. NE 97th was the winner, with almost 1100 pounds. NE 95th gathered a very impressive 800 pounds. The folks at Hopelink were delighted!

Remember to check the website for all the latest happenings: www.kirklandhighlands.org.

